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AGRICULTURAL LABOR IN RELATION TO AGRICULTURAL PLANNING 
| FOR NATIONAL DEFENSE 


Varden Fuller 
Bureau of Agricultural Economics 
U. S. Department of Agriculture 


Wage employment on the farm in recent years has been a “residual 
category" of the national occupational structure. From this situation 
emerge, in large part, those problems of farm labor which now demand atten- 
tion in planning to meet the impacts of war and national defense. In char- 
eettér, tho problums differ little from those of the ladt war, but they give 
promise of being considerably more intense. This intensity arises because 
of two factors: On the one hand, the vast majority of agriculturel wage 
workers are not as firmly tied to the land as 25 years ago; on the other, 
war today is much more a matter of tremendous mechenical equipment requir- 
ing the lebor service of a vast corps of workers behind the battle lines. 


Before proceeding further with problems of agricultural labor 
planning, an enlargement of the concept ef egricultursl labor as a resid- 
ual occupationel category is perhaps justified. We were accustomed a few 
decades back to regard wege work on the farm es an apprenticeship through 
which an individuel progressed towards entreprenourship. With a sufficient 
number and distribution of successes to lend roalism to this entrepreneurial 
anticipation, one might sefely guess thet the majority of persons ontering 
form labor did so by deliterate choice--a choices from fmong several reason- 
ably attractive alternatives. In recent yoers, however, most persons enter- 
ing agriculturel wage employment heve not dono so by choice. There hes been 
little chence of progress through apprenticeship or even, without occupa 
tional progress, of gaining a generally acceptable livelihood. 


Foremost charrctoristic of the "residual category" is the lack of 
n proximate alternatives for gainful omployment. During the past decade, the 
| principal end practically oxclusive alternative to farm lebor for geining 
; & livelihood hes been public assistance in one form or anothor. 


Ferm employers ond ferm leborers are both placed in e vulnerable 
position because of the residusl nature of wege omployment in egriculture. 
' When cmployment opportunities in nonegricultures1 enterprise are reduced by 
economic depression md industriel stagnotion, fann workers expericnece un- 
restrained competition which reduces wage rates rnd elso the emount of 
employment obteinable. As recovery comnences and the general lovel of em- 
ployment opportunities is improved, farm employers stand in « vulnereble 


BOO ee 


mms mses mame: plamamattans te Rett Yo merase. ces 


1 Paper reed at fourtcenth annucl meeting of the Western Farm Economics 
~~ Association, Salt Lnke City, June 26-27, 1941. 
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position. On a continued upswing they will, unless immigration sets in, 
experience a rapidly diminishing labor supply, with attendant rise in wage 
rates and the possibility of insufficient help to plant and harvest their 
crops. 


Possibly it will be worth the time to examine further these mutual 
though reciprocal, vulnerable positions of a farm employer and farm labor- 
ers. On the side of the leborer group, vulnerability to unrestrained com-~ 
petition comes as a result of several characteristics of the supply-demand 
Situation. Farm work is completely open shop. Such incipient union or- 
penization as now exists does not go far enough to provide a cohesive and 
articulate bargaining unit. The labor group, therefore, can exert virtually 
no restriction upon the numbers entering the field; all they can do is ap= 
peal to public assistence agencies egainst discontinuance of assistance 
when employment may be presumed to be available. 


On Ghe Gemend side, it is of course truce that physical ability, 
skill, and experience contribute towards efficiency in practically all 
lines of work. They ere indispensable in particular lines. Nevertheless, 
for the great majority of tasks for which labor is hired--particularly the 
harvesting of fruits and truck crops--the labor of the young, the old, and 
the inexperienced of both sexes can be utilized. In picking berries, 
prunes, poss, hops, etc., whole families can work as a unit. This general 
absence of specific requirements or considerable! experimce further extends 
the range of competition among workers. Added thereto is a condition most 
common in California which moves the scasonal worker still further from a 
stabilized relation to a particular farm or farm operator end places 
employer-worker contacts on s highly impersons] basis. This condition is 
the interjection of the labor contractor who assembles the labor forces, , 
relieves the farm operstor of supervision, end orgenizes the workers into 
geng formation. 


These foregoing characteristics of the supply-demend situation in 
agriculture] employment, particularly in the specialized production of in- 
tensive crops, make it possible for persons not ususlly ongaged as agri- 
cultural lsborers to compete on almost equal torms with those longer esteb- 
lished. And when the new competitors offer wage concessions, as the} 
frequently did during the past decede, the last vestige of restriction upon 
competition is swept awey. New workers are added to the industry in large — 
numbers, wnge rates decline, end a limited amount of omployment is widely 
shared. Consequently, carnings are reduced by both lower wage rates and 
decreased annual number of man-days of caployment per head. 


For farm employers the situetion is approximately reversed. Their 
vulnerability srisos when fevorable nonegriculturel employment opportuni- 
tics begin to deplete the farm labor supply. Agricultursl wage rates begin 
to rise--frequently at « fester rate then nonagricultural wage rates (which 
are gencorelly higher to begin with) and also faster than the prices re- 
ceived for #sgriculturel products. 
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As & general thesis, I believe it can be successfully argued that 
agriculture is not in a position to compete for labor. This, of course, 
does not mean that it must always be so or that low labor returns are in- 
herent in agriculture as a form of economic enterprise. Briefly, and 
without developing all the ramificetions, we can perhaps fairly say that 
inability to pay high wages arises primarily out of the structural rela- 
tionships now developed because low wages have been characteristic of the 
past. The resistance against competitive adjustment of wage rates is 
hardly at all a reluctance of the farm operator to share his return; it is 
almost entirely a matter of rigidly high land values and lend rents. To 
pey greatly increased wages over a long period of time would, other condi- 
tions equal, require a downwerd’ adjustment in land values. Over the long 
run this might be desirable, but at any given time; it would meen hardship 
and possibly disaster to farm owners with heavy fixed indebtedness. 


The farm employer with a large, specialized farm, producing inten- 
Sive crops, is obviously most vulncrable to labor competition. A pattem 
of agriculture in which such units are numerous cennot, in fact, develop 
unless there is an assured supply of workers who remain available for tem- 
porary employment on a casual and seasonal basis. The State in which this 
type of ferming is most prominent, namely California, has, although largely 
by chance, had such a labor supply. Its sources and composition have 
chenged many times, but, with only temporary exceptions, labor supply has 
never been a restrictive determinent upon the scale and specinlizetion of 
agricultural operations. Two alternating sources have kept the California 
agricultural labor supply at an ontircly adequate if not superabundent 
level : 

1) During times of depression end low level of employment oppor- 
tunity, unemployed workers of nonarricultursel industry have sugmented the 
labor supply. 


2) When employment in nonagricultural industries was increasing, 
and when the farm labor supply would otherwise have been reduced by with- 
drawal to better paying jobs, immigrents from low economic standard 
countrios have augmented the supply. The Chinese, the Japanese, the 
Mexicans, the Hindus, snd the Filipinos heve all in their time played 
this role. 


The most extended exception to this highly elastic supply situation 
wes during the first World War. From 1917 to 1920 workers withdrew from 
agriculture in lerge numbers while only * very few Mexican immigrants ar- 
rived to take their places. Nevertheless, crops were plented ond harvested 
without significent loss or restriction, but with the first efforts at 
concerted labor planning. 


One mens of planning was the attempt to increase the labor supply 
by bringing in Mexicen workers. Arrangements were made under the provi- 
sions of the 1917 immigration lew for temporary suspension of certein re- 
strictions, including the literacy test, the contract labor clnuse, and 
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the payment of the head tax. Mexican aliens so admitted were to engage 
in egriculture] lebor only, or be promptly arrested end deported. Later 
modifications permitted omployment in railway maintenance, coal mining, 
end the erection of certain government buildings. Texas, Michigen, and 
Colorado opperently received most of the Mexicsn laborers coming in under 
these special exemptions; the number arriving in the Far West prior to 
1920 wns very small. 


Another and more important means of labor planning in the last wer 
was to secure an efficient utilization of local labor supplies. State 
farm labor agents were appointed and charged with expediting the employment 
of local labor which was not accustomed to seeking agricultural work and 
with planning rationalized employment of remaining reguler lebor. Farm 
employers cooperated by participating in labor exchanges and by improvement 
of housing and working conditions. Boys were released under guard from re- 
form schools and the Womens' Lend Army was organized. There wes also, I 
might add, advertisenmt for help and private recruitment. 


Durine the carly part of this yeer we have esghin experienced 4 rapid 
withdrewal from the farm labor supply. Expension of ocmployment opportuni- 
ties in dofense end allied industries, together with ontry into the armed 
forces, are of couse the dhuse. In some of our Western States, the ex- 
ecuting of defonse contracts will epproximatcly double the number of por- 
sons engaged in manufacturing and mechanical industries. Although the 
exodus of workers is not yet well under way, crop reporters estimate that 
ferm lebor supply for the Nation has already decreased by almost one-fifth 
between April 1940 and April this. yeer. In certain arens the decline has 
been much more rapid. Oregon and Washington reported a decrense of 25 
percent in lebor supnly, while in othor Western States the decrease was 
between 15 and 20 percent.” / Such declines in supply do not necessarily 
mean immediate shortage, for in most areas there wes a lerge surplus to be 
removed. Oregon, however, has already found it necessery to obtain work- 
ers from California for its early fruit harvest. 


The relatively earlier depletion of labor supply in the Northwest is 
apparently to be accounted for in two ways: 


1) Migrants from the northern Greet Plains, who were e mejor 
source of additions to the labor supply during the thirties, heve in the 
pest two years almost ceased to arrive. 


2) Family workers who customarily cre availeble from metropolitan 
centers to pick fruit sre forthcoming in much reduced numbers--spparently 
bectuse efmings of principel brendwinners sre no longer so seriously in 
need of supplementation. (This latter phenomenon, incidentslly, is now 
ea feirly well substantiated inverse function of sgricultural labor supply 
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2 United States Department of Agriculture, Agriculturel Marketing Service. 
Ferm Labor Report. (Mimeogrephed monthly releases.) 
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which tends further to reduce aveileble workers, even from agricultural 
laborer fenilies, as emnlozment conditions improve. ) 


The principal source of a¢cricultural 
Arizona during the past decade has been the micrants from the southern 
Great Pleins. This movement reached a peak in 1936-37 and thereafter, 
until the spring of 1941, tended to decline. In the first four months 
of 1941 the in-movement apparently nas agein swung upverd. April 1941, 
as a mattor of fact, was the lersest April in the six years of the Cale 
ifornia plant quarantine station cout of persons entering the State in 
search of manuel employment,’ Althourh the seasonal nattern of this 
inflow is not clearly marized, it is sufficient to sugsest that this type 
of migration mey te entering e new phase. 


lebor two California ana 


Significantly, however, these migrants in search of manual work 
are not arrivine at destinations which make them available for agricul- 
turel employment. The shacktovm communities of San Joaquin Velley have 
received very few new fenilies in the past vear. Growers camps and auto 
camps in the predominantly arfriculturea} areas nave an unusually large 
number of vacancies. Comparec with a year azo, the population in the 
rarm Security Administration camos is licht in southern California and 
heavy in northern Celifornia. 

Incoming, workers are therefore evidently looking for nonagricul- 
turel employment and are vroceceding to actropolitan and defense enployment 
centers. Illuch of this movement has anparently rested on hope and antic- 
ipation rather than strons promise. Concentrations of unemployed are being 
built up from which backwasnes over the rural areas may well occur. 


Arizona is in a rather spécial situation. In recent years Arizona 
farm employers have depended lar:;ely upon temporarily hiring workers from 
anons the migrants from the South Plains who were on their way to Cali- 
fornia and the Kortiwest. The pattern, as indicated by border count data, 
lies been for Arizona to cot a net increase of workers from the east cure 
ing September throuh December and then to experience a net loss to the 
west during the remainder of the year. A Significant change, however, 
has recently occurred. In February through April of 1940, laborers wore 
entering Arizona from the east in almost as large numbers as they were 
leaving Arizona on tho west. iut in the same months of 1941, the ratio 
of departures on the west to arrivals on the east was approximately li:l. 
Other States in the western region may have difficulties in getting their 
farm Work done, but there is a good chance that in Arizona the provlem 
will be the most porplexins. 


Yhat can be done in the western region to meet a probable lebor 
shortace during the next few years? One direct method is to increase the 
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3 United States Department of Agriculture, Buroau of Agricultural 
Beonomics. Persons, Iiembers of Parties in Need of Manual “Yaployment 
mntering Arizona end Celifornia by \otor Vehicle. ‘(iimeorrephed 
querterly release issued at sorkeley, Californie.) 


labor supply available for farm work. Provided they are willing to come, 
we could legelly bring in Mexicans egain as during the last war. We could 
lend encouragement to an increased rate of migration from the southern 
Great Ploins. We could take steps to accelerete the movement of Negroes 

out of the deep South--a movement which, incidentally, is recently re- 
ported to be showing up more prominently in Arizona, in the Imperial Valley, 
end in the San Joaquin delta. 


However, when we endeavor to forsee thse employment situation which 
probably will prevail when the defense program slackens, we are cautioned 
age inst an augmentation of labor population which may ultimately contribute 
to desperate unemployment. Rather than expcrience on uprooting of popu- 
lation on So nerrow end tomporery a basis of cconomic adjustment, we can 
well afford to engage in some ace and planning, and, at worst, to 
sacrifice some of our agricultursl output. 


Actunlly, I believe it is safe to say we have enough labor in the 
western region to hendle our requirements. The Salt River Valley, the 
Snake River Valley, and the Yelkima Valley will probably be the most crit- 
ical areas, largely becnuse of high seasonal labor requirements relative 
to re sident populetion. Efficient distribution end the employment of local 
lebor not generally seeking work in agriculture will be required. Where 
it becomes necessary, school opening end closing detes can be adjusted so 
as to make high school students aveilable for extra work. Work Projects 
Administration projects can be temporarily closed dovm, provided arrange- 
ment is made to take the individuels back as soon as they become unem-= 
ployed through no fault of their own. The temporarily unemployed from 
metropolitan centers cen be utilized, provided arrangements are meade to 
facilitate their placement mand furnish trensportation and housing. 


neice to efficient distribution of labor are current relinble 
supply-demend information by areas and a placement service in which en- 
ployers and workers both have confidence. In the past decade, ncither 
ferm workers nor employers heve made extensive use of the public employment 
services in most of our Western Stetes. During periods of labor surplus, 
workers ere motivated to search for aah om their, own initiative, end 
employers are able to get all the labor they require without going to the 
employment service, As the labor market eppronches an equilibrium, a 
placement service becomes more advantageous to both parties; in times of 
labor scarcity, it becomes indispensable to efficient distribution of 
labor on a local end on a regionnl basis, Cooperntive participation by 
employers means that they must indicate their labor needs as far in advance 
as possible and rofrain from over-crdering. Cooperative participation by 
workers means that they must scek and plece reliance in informetion eveil- 
able at the placement agencies. 


As a means of developing basic information and coordinating the 
services of the public agencies dealing with form labor, it has been deemed 
advisable to underteke farm labor work within the land use plenning pro- 
gram. The Secretary of Agriculture has recommended thet there be organized 

farm labor subcommittees to each Stete Land Use Planning Committee whose 
specific task " . . . will be to assist the United States Employment 
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Service in determining the location of any areas of prospective labor 
shortages and surpluses, in learning the extent and kinds of labor supply 
and in laying plans for needed corrective action. The agencies of the 
Department and the Employment Service have in their office information 
that bears directly on the labor problem in State and county areas. Land 

planning committeés or other local farm groups have, or can readily 
obtain, even more detailed information. 


"Neither the State Subcommittce on Farm Labor nor the county 
planning committees will be expected to become operating egencies for 
labor registration, placement, or conciliation. The contribution of these 
committees will be a detailed knowledge of crops, producers, seeding and 
harvesting dates, areas of excess labor supplies, estimates of the anount 
and type of additional labor needed end when needed, suggestions for bet- 
ter ytilization of the local labor supply, .and re ‘epnenae tions and plans 
for improving the agricultural labor situation. These committees can con- 
tribute much by fully acquainting their members and the public with the 
problems of transportation, housing, sanitetion, health, and the general 
welfare of ferm workers." 


The Secretary of Agriculture has further recommended that the State 
Employment Service, the State Agricultural Extension Service = Agricul- 
turel Marketing Service, the Work Projects Administretion, he 5 erm Secu- 
rity Administration, and the Bureau of Agricultural Economics should con- 
tribute to or heve ex officio membership in the State Farm Lebor Sub- 
committee. 


All seven States in the western region have delibcrated farm labor 
problems as a& part of, land use planning activitics. In some States, a 
special subcomnittee has not been considered essential; in others, a pre- 
existing committee organization has been utilized. Over and above the 
establishment. of werking relationships between land use planning commit- 
tees and the public employment service, plens have been laid for integre- 
ting the policies and progrems of the Farm Security Administretion, the 
Work Projects Administration, Stete and county welfare agencies, and 
ethers concerned with ferm leador. Plans are being made for local action, 
wherever lend use planning committees find it advisable, to adjust school 
dates, to secure tomporery closure of Work Projects Administretion and 
Civilinn Conservetion Corps projects, and to secure short-term vocational 
education for farm skills which may become especially scarce, 


n An efficient distribution of lebor on © regional basis will require 
the encourrgement of interstate movement of workers under the sponsorship 
of the respective State Employment Services, as was true recently in the 

movement of some thousand femilies from Californis to Oreron. In order to 


A 


4 United States Department of Agriculture, Office of the Secretary. 
Suggestions for Facilitating the Work of the State Subcommittees on Farm 
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reduce the possibility of employer misunderstanding of such activity, it 
is essential that land use planning committees participate in making de- 
cisions as to the relative urgency of labor requirements. The Employment 
Service is obligated to honor any bona fide offer of employment. However, 
when offers of employment are for seasonal and casual work at widely sep- 
arated points, the Employment Services of both the requisitioning and 
supplying States much jointly weigh relative employment situations and 
jointly determine whether a bona fide inter-state order can be placed. 
Needless to sey, active participation of lend use planning committees all 
the way down the line to locsl communities will both strengthen the requi- 
site informationel background and enhance the confidence of oamployers in 
intraregional activities, 


Another problem facing the Employment Service is that of referral 
under strikes. Present Federal regulations are thet workers cannot be re- 
ferred to a place of employment where strike condition prevails: Unless 
State legislation establishes the specific obligation elsewhere, the 
Employment Service must itself determine when a strike condition does 
prevail. For two reasons it is questionable that the Employment Service 
Should have this obligation: First, it hrs not the facilities to make an 
exhaustive exemina tion of a reported dispute; second, such a function 
would be prejudicial to impartisl operation as a placement agency. In 
order to remove this obstruction to effective cooperation of farm employ- 
ers with the Employment Service, the California State Land Use Planning 
Committee hes recommended that the responsibility of determining whether 
a strike condition preveils be lodged with some separate public agency, 
or with an officielly constituted ond representstive group of local 
citizens. 


In Utah and in Californie, ferm icbor plenning has already gone 
beyond the State level. Upon recomicndetion of the State Land Use Planning 
Committee, farm labor subccommittees are being organized in those counties 
where the, county lend use planning comnittee fecls that there is a need 
and something can bo accomplished. he county group is intended to serve 
as a discussion and fact-finding unit and is advised by the California 
State Committee to refrain from such activities as arbitration end media- 
Viet tu wid provably eiso be best if they refrein from direct lebor 
recruitment. 


In addition to fact-finding es regards the locel supply-demend 
Situntion, it is also suggested thnt the Celifornia county committees 
toke the initiative in integrating progrems of public agencies dealing 
with farm labor and that they undertake discussion and study of certain 
long-time probloms of agriculturel omployment. Among the long-time prob- 
lems suggested, are: 


1) Needs end methods of providing improved housing and sanitary 
facilities for different types of farm workers, 


2) The adventages, disadvantages, and methods of regulating 
labor contracting. 
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igricultural labor is a new field within land use planning. All 
of this particular program aro of necessity only in their formu- 
stage. But I believe that developments thus far warrant the 

that this will be a means of meeting emergency requirements and, 
ely, of assisting in drawing closer together the total agricultural 
tion and its service agencies. 


) 


